Paid work in popular culture: How adult employment is portrayed in family-genre films by McDonald, Paula & Townsend, Keith
This is author version of article published as: 
McDonald, Paula K. and Townsend, Keith J. (2007) Paid Work in Popular Culture: How Adult 
Employment is Portrayed in Family-Genre Films. In Proceedings 15th International 
Employment Relations Association Conference: Working Lives, Working Choices, pages pp. 1-
22, Canterbury, England. 
Copyright 2007 (please consult author) 
Title 
 
Paid work in popular culture: How adult employment is portrayed in family-genre films 
 
 
Paula McDonald   and  Keith Townsend 
School of Management    School of Management 
Queensland University of Technology  Queensland University of Technology 
PO Box 2434 Brisbane    PO Box 2434 Brisbane 
Qld 4001      Qld 4001 
 
Ph:  61 7 3138 5318     Ph:  61 7 3138 1298 
 
Email:  p.mcdonald@qut.edu.au   Email:  k.townsend@qut.edu.au
  1
TITLE 
Paid work in popular culture: How adult employment is portrayed in family-genre films 
 
ABSTRACT 
This study explores how adult paid work is portrayed in ‘family’ feature length films. In the 
context of theoretical perspectives such as priming and observational learning theory, the 
study extends previous critical media literature which has focused on depictions of gender and 
violence, to suggest ways in which children may learn about relationships in the workplace 
and rights and responsibilities in employment structures. Thirty-eight films were analysed for 
relevant themes.  Films were included in the sample if they received a G/PG rating, had 
widespread circulation, and portrayed at least one adult engaged in paid work in an 
identifiable occupation. The occupations of characters were coded according to type of job 
and the gender of the worker. Consistent with the exploratory nature of the research, other 
themes emerged inductively from the films’ content. Results reveal six major themes:  males 
are more visible in adult work roles than women; the division of labour remains gendered; 
work and home are not mutually exclusive domains; authority and power is wielded in obvious 
ways; there is hope for employees in low skilled, repetitive jobs; and status/money is 
paramount. The findings of the study have implications for children’s expectations of 
occupational choice, communication and interactions with employers, and the rewards that 
paid work can provide. 
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INTRODUCTION 
“We just make the pictures, and let the professors tell us what they mean.” This well-known 
statement of Walt Disney suggests that movie-making is a naïve and innocuous activity, yet it 
is well established that the socialisation of children and adolescents is strongly influenced by 
various forms of media. Films, magazines, television dramas, cartoons, video games, music 
videos and advertising have all been scrutinized regarding the way in which they influence 
young people. In the main, these studies have focused on either gender analyses or the 
impact of media violence on its audience. While a few studies have explored the nature of 
specific occupations in some media forms, no previous work has addressed broader work-
related information which is exhibited to youth. Yet the role of paid worker is one of the most 
important transitions from childhood/adolescence to adulthood. Moreover, a growing body of 
empirical work suggests that these choices are influenced by social and cultural media such 
as parents’ occupational roles and attitudes, geographic contexts, peers and education (e.g., 
Furnham & Stacey, 1991; Gouvias & Vitsilakis-Soroniatis, 2005). This study will address this 
gap in the literature by exploring how adult paid work is portrayed in feature films.   
   
How Media Affects Children 
Recent studies concur that children spend a great deal of time consuming entertainment 
media. Children spend an average of four hours per day in front of a computer or television 
screen; that is, more time than in any other activity besides school and sleeping (Stranger & 
Gridina, 1999). Low SES children, on average, watch more television than high SES children 
(Comstock & Paik, 1991) and younger children spend more time watching videos and DVDs, 
whereas teenagers spend more time on computer-related media (Rideout et al. 2003). The 
number and accessibility of children’s films and their recent displacement by the ‘family’ genre 
are a growing source of entertainment for young people. Indeed, Pritham (2003) suggests that 
the motion picture industry is the most influential media entity shaping consciousness today, 
with the industry in the United States generating a record $US9.2 billion at the box office in 
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2002. Thus, films targeted at younger audiences are likely to be an increasingly influential 
source of enculturation for children and adolescents. 
In general, theories explaining how children are influenced by the media suggest (a) 
the media operates as an active, ubiquitous and influential agent in the process of 
socialisation and construction of identity, and (b) images and messages are internalized by 
their audiences and reproduced in society (e.g., Currie, 1999; Kellner, 1995). Specific 
theoretical perspectives used to explain how children consciously and unconsciously learn 
from observed sources such as media characters include priming and observational learning 
theory. Priming, where an encounter with some event or stimulus activates related concepts 
and ideas in a person’s memory (Fiske & Taylor, 1984) has also been applied in studies that 
examine the way in which occupations are portrayed in the media (e.g., Massoni, 2004) and 
also as a means to explain the way in which gender schemata are activated and reinforced 
(Nathanson et al. 2002). Observational learning theory (Bandura, 1977) suggests that children 
learn specific behaviours but also more generalized social scripts or sets of ‘rules’ for how to 
interpret and understand a variety of situations (Anderson, 2003).   
A growing body of empirical research confirms the influential role of media on viewers’ 
perceptions and attitudes, particularly children. Cahill (1994) argues, for example, that children 
use precedents such as television and movie characters in support of their definitions of social 
constructions and that they rarely challenge the authority of these examples.  Although studies 
have demonstrated that viewers’ gender role attitudes are indeed influenced by stereotypical 
portrayals (e.g., Herrett-Skjellum & Allen, 1996), it has also been suggested that gender 
stereotyping may decline as children mature and begin to develop the capacity for flexible 
thought and the ability to classify people into multiple categories (Bigler & Liben, 1992). 
Furthermore, the same theoretical principles used to explain how the media negatively 
influences and reinforces violence and stereotypical gender roles in children or adults can also 
be used to understand positive influences. Seiter (1993), for example, emphasizes the active 
role of audiences and the potentially empowering dimensions of commercially produced 
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popular culture, particularly for young girls. However, these more pro-social effects have been 
relatively neglected in previous studies.       
 
Previous Research on Media and Children:  Gender and Violence 
Concerns about the effects of movies and other media on children have been voiced and 
studies for over 100 years. Butsch (2001) tracks these historical social discourses, which were 
predominantly based on class, beginning with the silent movie era following the turn of the 
twentieth century when reformers identified movie content as the root of children’s 
misbehaviour. Other research on the effects of television and radio on children continued 
through the 30s, 40s and 50s. Findings reflected the dominant cultural view that subordinate 
groups were more susceptible to suggestion and media messages (Butsch, 2001). 
More recently, academic media and cultural research has explored topics such as 
representations of mental illness, cultural/racial analysis, body image, and death and grief 
(e.g., Beveridge, 1996; Cox et al., 2005; Minnebo & Acker 2004). The bulk of studies, 
however, have focused on two constructs of interest; gender and violence. Gender roles have 
been explored in a number of different media contexts including advertising, television, film, 
print media, children’s literature and video games. Researchers almost unanimously conclude 
that the media retell a familiar and enduring tale about power relations in a gender hierarchy 
(Beres, 1999; Massoni, 2004).   
In a study that explored television advertising in Korea, Kim and Lowry (2005) 
analysed the representation of gender roles and found that women were portrayed as young, 
dependent, nurturing children, and often in the home. In advertising aimed specifically at 
children, both content and production features are gendered. Compared to girl-oriented ads 
that emphasize limited activity and feelings and nurturing, boy-oriented commercials contain 
more elements emphasising action, competition, destruction and control (Furnham et al., 
1997, Johnson & Young, 2002). Johnson and Young (2002) suggest ads directed to children 
offer models for how to behave, interact and speak and that, even when children recognize 
ads as fantasy, visions of enactment are planted as ideal images to strive toward.   
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Stevens Aubrey and Harrison (2004) examined gendered messages in first and 
second grade children’s favourite television programs. They found that male characters were 
more likely than female characters to answer questions, boss or order others about, show 
ingenuity, achieve a goal, and eat.  Similarly, in a study of animated cartoons, males 
outnumbered females in lead roles and were more likely to be depicted as independent, 
assertive and aggressive (Thompson & Zerbinos, 1995). Video game content and its effects 
have also been subject to gender examination. Dietz (1998) explored the portrayal of women 
in 33 popular Nintendo and Sega Genesis video games and found that, in 28 percent of 
games, women were portrayed as sex objects, while 21 percent of games depicted violence 
directed at women. She argued that video games present an overwhelmingly traditional and 
negative portrayal of women and that the development of gender identities and expectations 
among youngsters may be affected by these portrayals.   
While feature films have not been examined to the same level of recent scrutiny as 
television and commercials, a few studies discuss their relevance to wider social and political 
concerns. For example, McLeer (2002) examined two popular films from the 1960s, viz. ‘Mary 
Poppins’ and ‘The Sound of Music’. Both films, McLeer (2002) argues, reconceptualize the 
relationship of the patriarch to the traditional and ideal domestic household in response to mid-
1960s cultural anxieties over social and ideological upheavals such as feminism, masculinity 
and the role of fathers. Furthermore, Hannon (1997) explored gender and age depictions in 
seven Disney films produced over the last decade and found that males appeared in major 
roles more than twice as often as females.  In this study, major male characters were also 
older than major female characters, and all major females were romantically involved. 
Depictions in Disney films were also examined by Tanner et al. (2003), who found that couple 
relationships are created by love at first sight, are easily maintained, and are often 
characterized by gender-based power differentials (Tanner et al., 2003). 
The other major area of interest in critical media studies has been the way that media 
violence influences youth. Studies strongly suggest three important trends in the findings (see 
Anderson et al. 2003 for a review). First, modern media contains an extensive presence of 
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violence (Dietz, 1998). Second, many children and youth spend a large amount of time 
consuming violent media (Wilson et al., 1998). Third, media violence increases the likelihood 
of aggressive and violent behaviour (Anderson et al., 2003). Experimental studies and cross-
sectional surveys suggest that exposure to violent media has an immediate causal effect on 
physical and verbal aggression, in addition to aggressive thoughts, emotions or tolerance for 
aggression (e.g., Bushman & Huesmann, 2001, Geen, 2001). Longitudinal surveys also reveal 
that frequent exposure to media violence in childhood (six to 11 year olds) results in high-level 
aggressive behaviour in early adulthood (Huesmann et al., 2003).   
 
How Children Learn about Work 
During childhood and adolescence, young people progressively develop notions of adult 
employment and expectations for their own involvement in paid work. Research that explores 
how young people learn about work tends to focus on educational and occupational 
aspirations (Gouvias & Vitsilakis-Soroniatis, 2005), job value acquisition (Daehlen, 2005) and 
education and training that emphasizes preparation for tertiary education or post-school 
occupations (Malley et al., 2001). However, school education tends not to focus on more 
macro issues related to employment, such as rights and responsibilities in the labour market 
or the way in which gender impacts on employment. Furthermore, while civic education and 
participation in the political realm are the focus of curriculum attention (e.g. Hahn 1998), the 
same cannot be said of industrial education.  And this is despite the fact that teenagers 
typically start work three to five years before they can vote.  
The portrayal of occupations in various media sources has been addressed in a few 
recent studies. For example, Massoni (2004) explored occupations embedded in Seventeen 
Magazine and found that the portrayal of the labour market was heavily skewed toward 
professional occupations, particularly in the entertainment industry. While the roles depicted 
were consistent with teens’ occupational aspirations, they neglected entire occupational 
categories, such as blue collar and high-skilled jobs. Another study that specifically identified 
different occupations in prime-time televisions’ programs found that more prestigious, 
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glamorous and exciting occupations, such as doctors, police and lawyers, were over-
represented and less prestigious jobs such as blue collar and clerical-type jobs were under-
represented (Signorielli, 2004, Signorielli & Kahlenberg, 2001). Research has also found that 
the media consistently portrays women, compared with men, as either not working, particularly 
if they are married, or in occupations that cannot be categorized (Signorielli, 2004, Signorielli 
& Bacue, 1999). Even in media where women’s work roles are featured prominently, 
distinctive gender patterns are portrayed. A study of the representation of male and female 
executives in front-page accounts in the US business press revealed that, in contrast to 
features about men, some portrayals of women reinforced negative perceptions of women’s 
competence and likeability as executives and concerns about the social order (Krefting, 2002). 
This literature has been somewhat shallow because, while it explores the way in which 
adult employment is portrayed, the analysis has been largely restricted to identifying the 
occupations of major characters. Rather, notions of employment extend beyond occupations 
to individuals’ rights and responsibilities at work, the nature of employment relationships such 
as negotiation, power and authority, and structural elements such as legal protections, the role 
of unions and remuneration issues. The way in which these issues have been depicted in the 
media, as well as the nexus between work and the media in a broader sense, has been 
largely neglected in scholarly work. This study addresses this gap by exploring adult 
employment roles and relationships in children/family genre feature films. The research 
questions addressed were: (i) How are adult work roles depicted in children’s/family genre 
movies? What themes are consistently portrayed? and (ii) How might these depictions reflect 
how children learn about employment in adult life? 
 
METHODS 
Sample 
Forty-two post-1990 feature length films were explored. Given that recent media studies have 
found more equal representations of men and women in professional occupations (Signorielli 
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& Kahlenberg, 2001), later movies were thought to illustrate a ‘best-case scenario’ of 
depictions of gender, social diversity and political correctness. Films were included in the 
sample if they (a) received a G/PG rating (children/family genre); (b) had widespread 
circulation in Australia, and (c) included at least one adult (either ‘real’ or computer animated) 
engaged in paid work in an identifiable occupation.  These criteria excluded television 
programs, films where adults work roles were either absent or minimal (e.g., ‘Polar Express’), 
films released before 1990 (e.g., ‘Mary Poppins’) and traditionally animated films (e.g., ‘Snow 
White’) because the characters were insufficiently life-like to portray ‘real’ adult roles.  
Computer animated movies where animals were central to the storyline (e.g., ‘Finding Nemo’) 
were also excluded. Where originals and sequels to family films were available (e.g., Home 
Alone), only the original film was reviewed, except for ‘Cheaper by the Dozen 1’ and ‘II’, since 
work roles were central to these films’ content. Table 1 lists the study sample.  
 
Title Date Title Date Title Date 
101 Dalmatians 1996 Dr Doolittle 2001 Lemony Snickets 2003 
Agent Cody Banks 2003 Ella Enchanted 2004 Like Mike 2004 
Addams Family Values 1993 Fantastic 4 2005 Matilda 1996 
Annie 1999 Flubber 1997 Millions 2004 
Baby’s Day Out 1994 Free Willy 1993 Mrs Doubtfire 1993 
Cat in the Hat 2003 Garfield the Movie 2004 Nanny McPhee 2005 
Cats and Dogs 2001 Grinch, The 2000 Peter Pan 2003 
Catch that Kid 2004 Herbie Fully Loaded 2004 Phantom 1996 
Charlie & Choc. Factory 2005 Holes 2003 Princess Diaries  2001 
Cheaper by the Dozen 1 2002 Home Alone  2002 Racing Stripes 2005 
Cheaper by the Dozen 2 2003 Ice Princess 1996 Santa Claus, The 1994 
Christmas w the Kranks 2004 Incredibles, The 1993 Sky High 2005 
Cool Runnings 1993 Inspector Gadget 1999 Snow Dogs 2002 
Daddy Daycare 2003 Jumanji 1995 Stewart Little  1999 
Table 1.  Sample of feature length children’s / family films by year of release (N = 42) 
 
Procedure and Analysis 
The exploratory nature of the research questions required an inductive approach which 
involved identifying themes directly from the data. Themes were identified by exploring the 
films’ content for recurring patterns of employment-related behaviours or interactions. 
Disconfirming evidence was actively sought and relevant quotes were transcribed.   
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RESULTS 
 
The Gendered Division of Labour 
Couples with children were depicted in 21 of the 42 films explored in this study. In 13 (62%) of 
these films (viz. ‘Cheaper by the Dozen 2’, ‘The Santa Claus’, ‘Stuart Little’, ‘Dr Doolittle’, ‘The 
Incredibles’, ‘Baby’s Day Out’, ‘Peter Pan’, ‘Matilda’, ‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’, 
‘Holes’, ‘Christmas with the Kranks’, ‘Free Willy’, ‘Jumanji’), the mother did not engage in paid 
work, but instead took care of the children and completed domestic work. In ‘Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory’, for example, Charlie’s father worked in a toothpaste factory, while his 
mother stayed at home to cooked, clean and care for her elderly, infirm parents. In ‘Stuart 
Little’, Stuart’s mother kisses her suit-clad husband goodbye at the door each morning and 
takes the children to school before returning home to complete a range of domestic tasks. In 6 
films, both parents worked outside the home. Their paid work was of relatively equal status in 
‘Cats and Dogs’, ‘Catch that Kid’, ‘Daddy Daycare’ and ‘Sky High’, while the mother’s job was 
of higher status in ‘Mrs Doubtfire’.  Only ‘Cheaper by the Dozen 1’ depicted a full-time working 
father and part-time working mother. In the remaining two films depicting couples with children 
(‘The Addams Family’, ‘Home Alone’), neither parent was shown in paid work.   
In households where there was a single parent (4 single fathers, 2 single mothers), 
these parents were in full-time, paid work. In ‘101 Dalmatians’, where a couple with no 
children was portrayed, Anita, a fashion designer, remarked to her employer about her future 
plans for leaving work when she had children: ‘If I left here it wouldn’t be for another job…. If I 
met someone, if working here didn’t fit in with our plans...’.  Her employer, Curella Deville, a 
fashion house owner, replied: ‘More good women have been lost to marriage than to war, 
famine, disease and disaster. You have talent darling, don’t squander it’.  
 
Work and Home; Home and Work 
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Around one-third of the movies sampled depicted some kind of conflict between work and 
home. In 3 movies (‘Mrs Doubtfire’, ‘Cat in the Hat’, ‘Catch that Kid’), a working mother was 
interrupted at least once at work in order to deal with a crisis at home. In 6 films (‘Mrs 
Doubtfire’, ‘101 Dalmatians’, ‘The Incredibles’, ‘Flubber’, ‘Daddy Daycare’, ‘Nanny McPhee’), 
one of the central characters was shown working at home, either predominantly or partially. In 
‘Flubber’, for example, Phillip Brainard, a college professor, has a full laboratory in his 
basement and is shown working long hours to the exclusion of all else. Indeed, he misses his 
own wedding three times because he is distracted with his inventions. Four additional movies 
(‘Cats and Dogs’, ‘Dr Doolittle’, ‘Catch that Kid’, ‘Mrs Doubtfire’) portrayed working hours 
interfering with home life, especially in relation to childcare or family leisure time. ‘Cheaper by 
the Dozen 1’ was the only film that depicted the family in the workplace. Tom Baker, a football 
coach, is shown directing a game with a set of infant twins on his front, while his wife, Kate 
Baker, is shown writing as a journalist with three children around her desk. The moral of this 
movie, however, is that these arrangements are far from ideal, a long way from the 
expectations of employers and that significant career trade-offs must be made for family. 
Perhaps the most obviously illustrated example of employer expectations of 
unhampered commitment to the workplace was portrayed in ‘Charlie and the Chocolate 
Factory’. Willy Wonka employed Oompa Loompas to run his factory, individuals who were 
numerous and perfect clones of one another.  They were obedient; loyal and unencumbered 
by families or other outside work responsibilities or interests. They lived at the chocolate 
factory and did not need to leave for any reason. The loyalty and service of the Oompa 
Loompas is couched in terms of being a fair exchange for their rescue from the ‘terrible 
Loompa-land’ and protection from the outside world. Nevertheless, when Willy Wonka offers 
his chocolate factory to Charlie at the end of the movie, he has the same expectations of 
commitment and unhampered loyalty: ‘You can’t run a chocolate factory with a family hanging 
over you like an old dead goose. You have to go solo and run free and follow your dreams’.  
The Boss as a Bully 
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Sixteen films depicted a senior work colleague, most commonly the CEO of the company or 
president of a financial institution that was providing money to a business enterprise, 
chastising a more junior employee or associate. These episodes portrayed derogatory 
language, shouting, threats and serious conflict. A demonstration of authority that should not 
be challenged was highly visible in these interactions, as were signs and symbols 
representing the status, wealth and power of the person in charge. The issue of money, 
particularly the extent to which the employee was contributing to the financial success of the 
company, was also evident in these conflicts. However, the extent to which the interaction was 
punitive varied neither by gender, nor seniority of the employee being chastised.   
An example that effectively illustrates these altercations was ‘The Incredibles’, where 
the boss calls Bob (Mr Incredible) into his office and dresses him down for approving too many 
insurance claims and losing money for the shareholders. In ‘Mrs Doubtfire’, Daniel, a voice-
over actor, has a conflict with his boss over the issue of showing a cartoon character smoking. 
The production manager responds as follows: ‘Daniel, listen to me. This session is costing the 
studio thousands of dollars. If you want a pay cheque you stick to the script. If you want to 
play Gandhi, then do it on somebody else’s time… If you leave, then you’re not coming back 
in’. In ‘Racing Stripes’, Mrs D, a race-horse owner and chairman of the board, responds to one 
of her trainers when he tells her he is certain he has a winning horse: ‘Well, he’d better be Mr 
Cooper. Give me less than a victory and you’ll be back shovelling manure’.  In ‘Catch that Kid’, 
Mrs Phillips, a security design expert, is called in by the CEO of the bank in order to explain 
her time-line for completing the security system. He states that: ‘The primary shareholder will 
be here for the opening of the bank next Friday night… That party will take place Mrs Phillips, 
with or without your consent… Don’t tell me how to run my bank.  You work for me remember’.  
In four movies (‘Cat in the Hat’, ‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’, ‘The Phantom’, 
‘Daddy Daycare’), an employee was summarily dismissed by their employer, sometimes for 
minor offences (e.g., Cat in the Hat) or for operational reasons (e.g., ‘Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory’). None of these cases showed any avenue of redress for the employee 
such as being able to negotiate their job back or the involvement of a union, legal 
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representative or other advocate in order to seek reinstatement or compensation. Rather, 
dismissals were portrayed as events that had to be passively accepted by employees.   
 
There is Hope for Employees in Dead End Jobs 
Six movies (‘Mrs Doubtfire’, ‘Dr Doolittle’, ‘The Incredibles’, ‘Peter Pan’, ‘Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory’, ‘Nanny McPhee’) depicted a solution to low-paying, repetitive jobs. These 
solutions included demonstrating talent, hard work, acquiring technical skill or developing 
better relationships with employers. In ‘Peter Pan’, Mr Darling was a bank clerk for a large 
financial institution in a corral beside many other identical-looking men in suits. His sister 
suggested that his lowly status (and subsequently that of his daughter) could be improved by 
means of a strengthened personal relationship with senior employees at the bank: ‘The 
daughter of a clerk cannot hope to marry as well as that of a manager. You must attend more 
parties, make more small talk with your superiors at the bank’.  
An alternative solution to poorly paid, repetitive jobs was suggested through the 
acquisition of technical skills in ‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’. Early in the movie, Mr 
Bucket worked at a toothpaste factory putting lids on the toothpaste tubes – ‘the hours were 
long and the pay was terrible’. He was retrenched when the factory installed an automated 
machine that completed the same job more efficiently. However, later in the story, when 
chocolate sales increased with a concurrent rise in cavities and toothpaste sales, he was re-
employed as a technician who fixed the machine that had replaced him. Yet another solution 
to repetitive, poorly paying jobs was suggested in ‘Mrs Doubtfire’ when Daniel worked his way 
up from a lowly storeman: ‘Well you take all these cans, you box ’em, you ship ’em, then you 
box those cans over there, ship them, then more of them will come in, you box those, you ship 
those. Any questions?’ to the host of a children’s television program by demonstrating acting 
and impersonation talent to his boss.  
 
DISCUSSION 
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This study extends the existing literature on media enculturation by highlighting the way in 
which paid work is depicted in children’s/family feature length films. Some implications of 
these findings are discussed with respect to career expectations, the reproduction of gendered 
stereotypes and the avenues through which enculturation may occur.   
 
Career Expectations 
The visibility and status of male work roles, the volume of unpaid, domestic work 
performed by women, in addition to the conflict between work and family, paint a bleak picture 
of any recent shifts in the portrayal of gender roles in the media. Furthermore, there were no 
apparent differences in gendered themes across the 15-year production span of the movies 
sampled, or between stories that were historically-based compared to those in the present 
day. These findings are consistent with those of Signorielli (2004), who found that the 
occupations in which television characters are cast provide distinct messages about who 
works and who does not. They also illustrate messages about the value and importance of 
various work roles in who is cast in the most prestigious occupations. Movies with very large 
viewing audiences have huge potential to promote a fair and equitable society by providing 
alternatives to traditional themes that can be internalized and reproduced by their audiences. 
Pritham (2003) captures this idea poignantly. He cites a catch phrase from the 2002 movie 
‘Spider-Man’: ‘With great power comes great responsibility’ stating that the advice is not only 
for fledgling superheroes but also for the powerful motion picture industry. A more positive 
finding from the study was that films showed progression of a major character from a low paid, 
repetitive or low-status job to one that is better paid and more fulfilling. Rather than a ‘rags to 
riches’ scenario, this progression, and the various avenues through which it could be 
achieved, tended to be realistic.  
 
 Power and Authority 
The nature of hierarchical employment relationships portrayed in the films was clearly 
problematic. Power and wealth were strongly associated with owning large corporations, 
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especially financial institutions.  This power was often wielded in castigatory and even violent 
ways. The large differential in authority between the top of the organisational hierarchy and 
those further down the food chain was not dependent on qualifications or position. That is, 
even trained professionals or highly competent business executives were chastised by their 
employers in many of the films examined for the study. Several films also depicted employees 
being dismissed summarily without any apparent access to compensation or legal redress. 
The films were also completely silent with regard to the role of unions or other collective 
bargaining mechanisms that assist workers whose employment relationships break down.  
Negotiation was depicted as a process that was almost completely one-sided, with the 
employer holding all the power in the employment relationship and employees being 
completely at the whim of their fickle and profit-driven bosses. Indeed, the value of stock and 
other financial outcomes was the principal concern and focus of the interaction in most of 
these conflicts. As a powerful agent of socialisation, consistent conflict such as that depicted 
in these films may set up expectations for young audiences of difficult relationships with 
employers unless the value of labour to the company’s profit can be demonstrated clearly. 
Expectations of enormous power differentials between employees and employers could also 
stifle creative solutions to problems and silence employees who are being mistreated.    
 
The Influence on Children 
Although the findings of this research paint a rather negative picture of the way in which adult 
employment is portrayed to children, some caveats are worthy of mention. Previous research 
on the effects of media violence on children’s aggression suggests a number of moderating 
factors that may influence the relationship between media consumption and adopting or 
internalising the themes portrayed. Several of these factors may also apply to the influence of 
paid work portrayed by the media. For example, observational learning theory suggests that 
children who identify strongly with a character or perceive a scene as realistic are especially 
likely to be influenced by the portrayal and to imitate the character or acquire a variety of 
beliefs, attitudes and schemas (Anderson et al. 2003). Thus, characters which are very 
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different to real-life adults with whom children interact are likely to be less influential than 
those more closely aligned to their own experiences. For example, the school principal in 
‘Matilda’, who is a nasty bully who terrorises her pupils and uses physical punishment, may be 
less influential than the employer-subordinate interactions portrayed in ‘Mrs Doubtfire’, which 
are more believable. Indeed, by excluding animated and most computer animated films, the 
content in the sample films was very realistic.  They portrayed, in many cases, ‘real life’ 
families, that is, interactions and themes to which many children could not only relate, but 
would have experienced personally. 
Content characteristics such as the age, gender and race of the actors, in addition to 
the consequences of the characters’ choices and behaviour, may impact on the way in which 
children integrate these roles and relationships into their own cognitive schemas. Aspects of 
the social environment including culture, SES and the influence of parents may also moderate 
the relationship between what is portrayed in the media and children’s understanding of the 
world. Parents who critique the movies their children consume, for example, are likely to 
influence the extent to which children are able to discern media content. Singer and Singer 
(1986a, 1986b) proposed that, when parents take an active approach toward television 
viewing by their children, including commenting regularly and critically about realism and other 
factors that could influence learning, children are less likely to be negatively influenced by 
media content. Nathason (1999) provides some support for this view, finding that children 
whose parents discuss the television violence with them or restrict access to violent television 
report lower aggressive tendencies than children whose parents do not.   
The study of popular children’s culture inevitably raises difficult questions about the 
authority of the critic and about the distance between the cultural critic and the ordinary 
consumer (Buckingham 1997). Concerns about negative media influences have been voiced 
since motion pictures were first screened when middle- and upper-class reformers worried 
about the lower classes absorbing dangerous ideas from such movies (Butsch 2001). In 
retrospect, these concerns seem at best patronising, and at worst, an active attempt by those 
with power to restrict pluralism and maintain control.  Thus, it is important not to over-state any 
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potentially negative influences that contemporary films may have on youth.  It is also crucial in 
any media analysis to identify positive influences as well as negative ones. However, the 
traditional themes identified in this study suggest there may be a role for movie producers and 
script writers to challenge dominant discourses around employment which exist in Western 
society and culture. Jauss (1982) refers to these discourses or paradigms as ‘horizons of 
expectation’ which are created in the social consciousness through exposure to previous 
texts. This perspective acknowledges that authors of texts are subject to the same neo-
conservative ideas as viewers and as such, they may be blind to the stereotypical themes 
which they perpetuate. Alternatively, the marketing imperatives of producing films for mass 
audiences who may not want their expectations challenged, may also limit the ability of script 
writers and producers to alter traditional themes. However, for those willing to do so, there is 
an opportunity to raise the image and profile of certain occupations where skill shortages exist 
in order to influence the expectations of young audiences that these are careers worthy of 
aspiration. The growing gap between rich and poor, the ageing population and larger numbers 
of families combining employment and child-rearing, should also urge the motion picture 
industry to actively critique its content and the fragile nexus between ‘art and life’.   
 
Conclusions 
When Walt Disney made the statement, “We just make the pictures, and let the professors tell 
us what they mean”, he underestimated or ignored the wide-reaching influence of the motion 
picture industry and failed to acknowledge the role it could play in changing children’s 
expectations for the future. The strongly gendered portrayal of occupational roles and the 
consistently negative interactions between employers and employees are clearly concerning. 
The ever-growing exposure time of children to media also supports greater attention being 
focused on the content of this form of entertainment.  While some positive messages were 
highlighted in this study, there is ample opportunity for movie producers and script writers to 
offer alternatives to traditional employment themes, should they choose to challenge the 
ingrained, stereotypical descriptions of work which are typical of children’s films today.  
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